
Free Will Determinism 

 People have the ability to choose their own 
course of action, to determine their lives 

 We have the freedom to choose 

 People have responsibility for their actions – 
they are the cause of what they do 

 Free will means being free to try to do 
something, to choose to do something. Will 
is a matter of intent 

 Introspection and subjective impressions 
should be considered 

 The very thinking you have free will 
influences your behaviour 

 It is consistent with society’s ideas of self-
control and responsibility that underlie our 
moral and legal assumptions 

 Behaviour is determined by external events 
or stimuli or by internal, unconscious drives 

 People are passive responders – therefore 
we do not have freedom to choose 

 Behaviour occurs in a regular, orderly 
manner which is totally predictable (in 
principle) 

 Determinism means that every effect has 
its cause; it cannot be equated with fatalism 
or destiny 

 It is difficult to define free will 

 Evidence is mostly subjective 

 Mental disorders – loss of control – are we 
on the same continuum? 

HUMANISTIC PERSPECTIVE 

 The notion is that we all have the power of 
personal agency and can grow and change 
if we want to; it rejects the deterministic 
viewpoint of the biological and 
psychoanalytical approaches 

BIO PERSPECTIVE 

 Deterministic in that it states that certain 
psychological (personality) traits are pre-
determined, or inherited. The emphasis on 
genetics and the biological basis of 
behaviour makes determinism integral to 
this perspective 

 physiological determinism – behaviour is 
determined by internal (biological) factors, 
e.g. brain structure and biochemistry 

 genetic determinism – advocated by 
ethologists – on the other hand, genes need 
environment to develop, and environment 
can change genes 

LEARNING PERSPECTIVE 

 Behaviour is determined by the environment 

 The learning perspective is a very 
deterministic science.  Actually, this 
is one of the main assumptions of 
behaviourism.  Behaviourists believe 
that all behaviour is trained, 
conditioned, reinforced, and 
essentially reflexive.  Hence, free will 
is basically impossible if looked at 
through the lenses of an extreme 
behaviourist.  This is because 
behaviourists decide to be 
reductionist, reducing everything 
down to only observable behaviour 

 Behaviourism thoroughly embraced the idea 
of determinism.  Key researchers such as 
Watson, and Skinner believed that the 
environment could be changed to mould an 
individual to behave in any way they 
please.  In the rough words of James 
Watson “Give me 5 babies and I’ll make one 
a businessman, a cook, a football star, an 
actor, and a criminal.  The definition of 
determinism is: The philosophical doctrine 
that every state of affairs, including every 



human event, act, and decision is the 
inevitable consequence of antecedent states 
of affairs.  Behaviourism states that 
everything is learned due to the 
environment.  Thus, determinism is a key 
idea.  It happens to be one of the learning 
perspective’s main assumptions 

 

 environmental determinism – we are 
controlled by external forces according to 
behaviourists, we are determined by 
rewards and punishments; social learning 
psychologists will add social models we 
observe and imitate “blank slate” concept 

 Skinner: “Free will is an illusion” – 
implications for psychology and societies: 
behaviour control, therapies, creating an 
ideal state and society 

 Watson: “Give me a dozen of healthy 
infants ...” 

COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVE 

 soft determinism – we choose and decide within the limited repertoire we have; our freedom 
is constraint by our innate capabilities, previous experience, emotional attitude, motivation, 
cognitive load, perceptual set (:expectations), schemas techniques of research showing this – 
e.g. priming (semantic priming and affective priming; subliminal and controlled messages); 
fields of research as examples – problem solving (e.g. previous experience, functional 
fixedness, cultural influences), perception (e.g. physiological constraints, cultural influences), 
attention (e.g. motivation, emotional involvement, physiological limitations of sensory 
memory), memory (e.g. limited capacity of STM, influence of emotions on remembering and 
forgetting); W. James – there are high and moderate constraints, depending on situations, we 
are free from coercion, but not causation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Non-reductionism Reductionism 

 Thorough knowledge of organisms cannot 
be gained through knowledge of nerve 
activity and muscle movement or through 
knowledge of simulus-response connections 

 There is a hierarchy of levels of explanation, 
from the sociological to the psychological 
down, eventually, to the physical and 
chemical. No one level can account for the 
whole of behaviour and all levels are 
needed for a complete explanation 

 A human cannot be reduced to stimulus 
response connections. The whole is greater 
than the sum of its parts (emergent 
properties) 

 Behaviour can be reduced to minute units of 
analysis such as stimulus-response 
connections, neuron activity, muscle 
movements and any larger units of analysis 
are pointless 

 Explanations of complex wholes in terms of 
the units of which those “wholes” are 
composed are the only explanations that are 
worthwhile 

HUMANISTIC PERSPECTIVE 

 It rejects the notion that the person can be 
reduced to S-R units or biological 
foundations. 

BIO PERSPECTIVE 

 The biological approach can be said to be a 
reductionist approach because it focuses 
specifically on neurological processes. It 
doesn’t take other possible explanations of 
behaviour into account, such as cognitive 
processes (mental models), or the role of 
the environment. 

LEARNING PERSPECTIVE 
Behaviour can be reduced to S-R associations 

COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVE 

 Artificial intelligence takes a reductionist viewpoint, as do some information processing models; 
however, many other aspects of cognitive psychology are non-reductionist (e.g. Loftus 
considers emotions; shows video were people are shot in their face) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Nurture Nature 

 The infants mind at birth is “tabula rasa” 
(blank state) and everything is learnt 
through experience 

 Changes in the environment produce 
changes in the individual 

 Within their physical limitations, anyone can 
become anything, providing the environment 
is right 

 Behaviour is within our control 

 Individuals are born with an inherited 
“blueprint” 

 Behaviours that are not already present at 
birth will develop as though they were on a 
genetic time-switch (i.e. through the process 
of maturation) 

 The environment has little to do with 
individual development and there is little that 
anyone can do to change what nature has 
provided 

 Behaviour is not within our control 

HUMANISTIC PERSPECTIVE BIO PERSPECTIVE 

LEARNING PERSPECTIVE 

 Behaviour is learnt 

COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVE 

 Nativist and Nurturist – both aspects can be found in cognition, though many cognitive 
psychologists would go for the interactions viewpoint 

 

Subjectivity Objectivity 

 Qualitative data gives richer and more valid 
data than quantitative data 

 Interpretation of data should be carried out 
by the researcher and may be a different 
interpretation to that proposed by others 

 Description is as valid as measurement 

 Data should be collected in a way that 
makes it quantifiable 

 Investigations should be objective, 
generalisable and accessible 

 The aim should be to have freedom from 
influences of experimenter’s values, 
interests, expectations and prejudices 

HUMANISTIC PERSPECTIVE 
It suggests that objectivity is a wasted search 
and that subjective data is all that matters. 

BIO PERSPECTIVE 

LEARNING PERSPECTIVE 

 The only data worth having is objective 

COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVE 

 Most phenomena in cognitive Psychology 
are studied in an objective, scientific 
manner, subjectivity is frowned upon in 
cognitive circles 

  

Indiographic Nomothetic 

 Research addresses the wholeness and 
uniqueness of the individual 

 Aim is to give a complete and in-depth 
picture of the individual 

 Generalisability and predictability of findings 
from research are not important 

 Theories depend upon the scientific 
observations of a number of participants 

 Aim is to arrive at general principles or laws 
of behaviour which apply to everybody 

 Individuality is not important 

 


